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One 


Author's Notes: 
This isn't true.. 


The sun came through the curtain-less windows in its relentless way, but | was used to it. | had grown up 


here, with this sun beating down on everything, with cockroaches scurrying every time you turned on the 


lights. 


| didn't usually see the sun at this angle, it was early. But | was up early, | hadn't drank myself into oblivion for 
once last night. Maybe it had something to do with the album we'd just completed, and the things on the 
horizon regarding it. There were things to do in New York, press stuff and marketing stuff and things to be 
decided, and | didn't really mind this business side of the music, | found. It was like all the lists of fans and 
potential fans | had compiled for years and called relentlessly at my jobs, gleefully using their company phones 


for free. 


| liked the name of it, too, "Appetite for Destruction’ from one of those obscene paintings Axl had found. It 
summed it up, boy. It summed it up. My thoughts roamed like this while | made coffee. 


"Hey," Axl said, rubbing his eyes and walking into the kitchen. He wore boxer shorts and nothing else, and it was 
hot in here, I'd give him that. He always went around half naked, around here, on stage. | blinked at him, looking 
at the soft worn cotton of his boxer shorts, at the way it hid nothing. | looked at the blond reddish hairs that 


covered his legs and arms, and the smooth pale skin of his chest. 


He was up early, too, but his schedule varied wildly. There was no schedule, really. Sometimes he would sleep 
for days, almost around the clock, and you'd have to wake him up to eat. Sometimes he was up for days on 
end, talking non-stop, talking more than you ever thought it was possible for a human being to talk. You just 
never knew with him. 


He groped for a pack of cigarettes on the counter and shook it, scowled when he found it empty. There were 
other packs to try, eventually he'd find a cigarette. | thought about the drug use in the band, and for me my 
drug of choice was alcohol. | liked the way it wore things away and down and then you could kind of flow and 
slip into life instead of feeling so choked, feeling like you were walking uphill toward nothing. Alcohol muted that 


feeling or obliterated it. Axl's drug of choice was nicotine, and he always had a cigarette in his hand. 


He found one and for the moment he was happy, lighting it and taking that first long drag. He leaned against 
the counter, tapping the ashes into a glass ashtray. This place was also littered with ashtrays. There were at 
least two in every room. | watched him pour himself a cup of coffee and take a sip, grimacing at the bitter 
black taste of it. | knew how he liked his coffee. If he could he would dump half a ton of sugar into it and then 
fill half the cup with milk until it didn't even look like coffee anymore, but like a milky tea. We didn't have sugar 
or milk so he drank it black. 


"Slash?" he said, his tone of voice odd. It was meek and questioning, where usually it was strident and 
demanding. | raised my eyebrows and looked at him again, taking in the half smoked cigarette and the way he 
held it loosely between his thin fingers, delicate almost like a child's. The red beard stubble on his chin and 
cheeks dispelled that image of a child, though. He rubbed his hand against his cheek, producing that sandpaper 


sound. 


"Yeah?" | said, sipping my own black coffee. | didn't mind the taste of it. It was an acquired taste, and | had 


acquired many tastes. 
"lm going back to Indiana," he said, and | stared at him, my mouth opening slightly. 


"What?" | said, my hand that held the coffee cup shaking enough to make a drop or two land on the floor. The 


sun shone mutely in the tiny drops. 


"Uh, we have a few weeks before the next tour, so | thought I'd visit for a few days," he said, his eyes falling 
to the floor, and | breathed a sigh of relief. At first | thought he meant he was going back there and quitting 

this LA. life. How did that make sense? We were signed to a major label, we'd just recorded our debut album, 

shit was taking off, or it would, and he wanted to pack it all in? But he didn't make sense to me. 


"Yeah, okay," | said, pouring myself more coffee and beginning to wish there was food in the fridge. There 


wasn't. 
"Yeah, uh, it would be cool if you went with me," he said. 


"Yeah? Sure, I'll go," | said, trying to sound casual but | didn't feel casual. | felt kind of alarmed but in a good 
way. Axl was this puzzle to me and meeting his family seemed frightening. The whole mid-west was frightening 
to me. | didn't know what to expect but | knew | pictured this hard red brown earth and dust bowls and church 
after church made of pine and painted white, and religious hypocrites who frowned at any idea that came from 
either coast. | thought that they thought that the east coast was over educated and elitist and that the west 
coast was full of surfing hippies and communes and Charles Manson followers. Axl and Izzy weren't exactly 


shining examples of this place, and they had fled when they were both teenagers, so what did that say? 


That aside, I'd jump at any chance to spend more time with Axl, because he fascinated me, and | thought that 
one day | might find a way in He nodded at me and it was all decided, I'd go to Indiana with him. | looked at him, 


noticing how the sun made his hair look an orange red, like fire. 


Two 


Axl listened to headphones and was curled up in the window seat of the plane, and | watched him. | couldn't 
figure out why he wanted to visit his family now, from all I'd heard of them they were harsh and overly 


religious and abusive, and frowned on all his choices, being the singer of a band was just the latest one. 


We arrived at the airport and | felt the tiredness | always felt from being on a plane, shut up in that airless 
tube for hours. | stretched my legs while Axl scanned the carousal for our luggage. 


He grabbed his bag and handed me mine, and | took it and hoisted it up against my hip. 
"Where are we staying?" | said, and he turned back to look at me and | saw the pale green sheen of his eyes. 


"A hotel," he said, and | breathed a sigh of relief. | didn't want to stay in the cramped ranch house he grew up 


in. 


We rented a car and drove it to the hotel, and Axl was tapping out nervous little beats on the dashboard and 
smoking cigarette after cigarette. | watched him as | turned the car down the streets he told me to until the 
hotel came into view. It was a generic Super8 and | pulled into one of the million empty spaces. We got out and 
pulled our luggage from the trunk and | blinked and looked around. There were no trees, just shrubs along the 
side of the road, and everything looked baked and dry, and | could feel our distance from the ocean, and | felt 
landlocked. 


"C'mon," he said, walking ahead toward the double glass doors, and | followed him. 


We were showered and waking up from our naps, Axl cursing because his contacts were bothering him, and he 


was splashing saline solution on them in the bathroom. 
"Fuck, my contacts always get fucked up when | travel," he said, his voice a low growl. Everything had been 
bugging him since we landed, and he wasn't keeping quiet about it. | rolled my eyes and waited for him to get 


himself together so we could go. 


"Ready?" | called to him after five minutes of silence, and he came out of the bathroom blinking and rubbing 
his eyes. 


"Yeah, | guess. Let's go," 


We pulled up to a bland ranch house with a cement path leading from the edge of the lawn to the front door. | 


gazed over at it, thinking of all the horror stories Axl had told me about this place, about all the beatings, 
about all the times he was hunted and caught by the police and thrown into jail, fighting off the advances of 
drunks and petty criminals. 


A girl came out of the house, wearing a dress and little black boots. She resembled Axl, but her hair was 
straight and colorless, caught between light brown and dirty blond. But her eyes and her cheekbones were the 


same, and she said a word that was twisted with an excited scream when Axl got out of the car. 


"Axl!" she yelled, running toward him, and | stood aside to watch her display of sisterly affection She pummeled 
him, hugging him tight and nearly knocking him off his feet. He smiled into her hair and withstood her crushing 
hug. 


It was funny, in LA. | always thought of Axl as not having any family, despite the bitter and wounded tones 
that he used when he spoke about them. He seemed like he had come from the alleyways off of Sunset, a 
skinny struggling musician and part time heroin addict. Being here, seeing this girl so excited to see him gave 
him a past and a childhood | never suspected he had. 


She stopped hugging him and stepped back to take him in, and | saw another person come out of the house, a 
redheaded male who didn't look quite as much like Axl as his sister did, but he had the exact same shade of 
red hair, but his features weren't as linear and sharp. He had soft round cheeks and full lips and he raised a 


hand to Axl. 
He waved at his brother and walked toward the house, stopping mid-way to introduce me. 


"Slash, this is my sister Amy and my brother Stuart," he said, and | nodded at them, and we continued our 
way to the front door. 


"Axl," his mother said, smoking in the kitchen doorway. | could tell that that name was awkward on her tongue, 
since it wasn't the name she gave him. But if | remembered right she named him after his father who took 
off when he was two, and who recently possibly killed someone and was killed himself, buried in some abandoned 


lot somewhere. 


"Hi, mom," he said, lowering his head, shrinking into himself. Man, he hated her, it was evident in every inch of 
his body language, but he went over and gave her a quick kiss on her cheek, and she held her cigarette away 


from him and closed her eyes. 


Three 


"You're staying for supper," his mother said, and it was almost a question. his mother looked deeply unhappy, 
even when she smiled. Her smile was just a stretching of her lips. She looked at Axl like he was a monster that 


she had an unfortunate part in creating. 


"Yeah," he said, his eyes already looking toward the corners of the room and the door. We were enveloped in 


the gloom of this house, the curtained picture window, the dark rug, the dark walls. 


"How have you been?" she said, the lines visible around her eyes and mouth, frown lines like a ventriloquist's 


dummy. 


"Good," he said She nodded. His siblings stared at the T.V. It was an old sitcom, something with an intrusive 
laugh track. | wanted to leave this room, this house, this state. How did Axl and Izzy ever grow up here? 


"Slash, I'm going outside to smoke," Axl said, glancing at his mother. She had turned her back and already 
headed into the kitchen. His sister and brother glanced from the TV. to us and back again. | breathed in the 


still air. 
"III go with you," 


It was brighter outside but | could still feel the distance from the ocean. Maybe it had something to do with 
the negative ions. | needed to be bombarded by them. This place felt dead. Why did Axl bring me here? | clawed 
my pack of cigarettes out of the pocket of my jeans and lit one up. 


Axl smoked, too, cupping his hand to light it. | saw a sheath of his red hair fall across his face. He looked like 
his mother, but their shared features looked better on him. It was so different here, the very air quality was 
different. And this stilted conversation. If | was at either of my parents’ houses I'd be babbling on and on 
about the album and what a big fucking star | was gonna be, half kidding, laughing. My mother would laugh in 
her way, head back, eyes crinkled up to nothing. 


"Am | going to meet your dad?" | said, and | didn't know why that came out of my mouth, but | couldn't help to 
think about all | knew about him, or his treatment of Axl when he was younger. Axl didn't lie, and he also didn't 
keep anything a secret. Everyone knew everything about him. 


"Yeah, he'll be home for supper," he said, taking a last drag on his cigarette and flicking it toward the curb. 


All there was to do was watch T.V. so that's what we did while we waited for supper to be ready and for Axl's 
dad to arrive home. | could smell whatever casserole it was baking in the oven, breadcrumbs and butter 


making this crust that darkened by degrees. 


The door burst open and Axl's dad was home, dressed in a white button shirt, tie, and dress pants. His eyes 


widened when he spotted Axl, and then he glanced over at me. 

"Bill-Axl, | didn't know you were coming home," he said. Axl had stood up, straightened his shirt, and he nodded. 
"Yeah, | thought I'd come for a visit," he said, and his father came toward him and gave him a rough hug. 
"Dad, this is Slash," he said, gesturing toward me. It's weird to be introduced by my nickname, because it kind 
of sounds like a horror movie thing. But his father stuck his hand out for me to shake, which | did, briskly, like 


a man. 


"Is good to see you," he said, looking at Axl. This was the guy who used to beat him when he was a kid? He 


seemed nice enough now. 
"Is exhausting," Axl said. We were smoking outside again, and the sky was a deep purple. 


"What is?" | said, looking at the dark silhouettes of the few trees. 


"Being here, seeing everyone. Its exhausting," he said, taking a drag of his cigarette. | saw his profile in the 


near dark. Suddenly | wanted to pull him in close and kiss him. 


"Yeah, but it's your family, man. You gotta see them," | said, although my experience was just so different 
from his. | knew that his childhood was filled with restrictions and violence, and mine was, if anything, too lax. 
Both were damaging, | supposed, but | preferred mine. | got to roam the LA. streets and try everything. He got 
to go to church and home and school, a short circuit that was punctuated by beatings on top of sexual abuse. 
He had it a lot rougher, | admitted that. But it was funny we ended up in the same place. 


"Come on, let's go back in," | said, putting my arm around his shoulders. He was stiff, his muscles tight and 
constricted. All the tension | longed to massage out of him. 


"Okay," he said, his voice gruff. | could feel the silky texture of his hair against my face. 


Four 


Axl was bored, | could see it in his eyes, or maybe he was just tired. At some point his grandmother had 
shown up, and she sat on the couch behind her cat eye glasses, directing every other comment toward him 
and trying out his new name like it was a brand of soap she thought she might buy. 


"Axl? Where did that name come from?" she said, touching the edges of his red hair. He let her, and | noticed 
how he tensed up sometimes near his parents, | noticed the slight pulling away from his mother and brother 
and sister, and the more intense almost jerking away from his stepfather, but he was relaxed under his 


grandmother's touch. 
"Nowhere really, it's just a word," he said. 


His sister was asking me about LA, hungry for details, and | told her about the bars and the neon lights and 
the traffic, the cars like little colored beads of a necklace strung together. his brother was quiet, and solemn, 
taking it all in. 


Axl's gaze flicked over to me, and | knew he would say we had to go. | stretched, getting ready to stand up, 
getting ready to ask Axl to drive back to the hotel. 


"We better go," Axl said, and | stood up, feeling the heavy meal still stuck in my stomach, feeling the lack of 
alcohol making me feel edgy and over-attentive. Axl hadn't stood up yet, and | noticed how his legs were spread 
wide in his faded and ripped jeans. 


"Can | see your old room?" | said, the request coming out of the blue. Axl stood up slowly, yawning, and 


shrugged. 


"| guess so," he said, heading down the narrow hallway that lead off the living room. He went past one door and 
opened the second, and based on the number of doors in the small hall | figured there were three bedrooms 
and a small bathroom, and the bedroom he opened the door to was probably the bigger of the two on this 
side, since him and his brother shared it as kids. 


| was looking into a small room with one bed and a dresser, the sparse furnishings of someone just out of 
their teens still living at home with their parents. This was Stuart's room now. Why had | wanted to see this? 
But | gazed at the window that was low to the ground, the window Axl had snuck out of when he was a 
rebellious teenager. | smiled slightly and looked at Axl, who was staring into the room with dazed anger, 
unblinking. His breathing became a bit more shallow. 


"What's up?" | said, reaching out to touch his arm, and he pulled away fost, like | meant to hurt him. 


"This is where it always happened," he said, his voice soft. 


"Where what happened-oh," | said, feeling stupid, feeling guilty for bringing him here when he had been more or 


less okay in the living room, sleepy from a home cooked meal we didn't usually get. 


"Yeah," he said, gazing at an empty space where his bed had been when he was a kid, and | didn't want to ask 
or know what he was seeing and remembering. | pulled him to me despite the tenseness in his muscles, and | 


hugged him until he relaxed against me. 


| shouldn't-we shouldn't have come here," Axl said, tapping his ash against the wall of the hotel. We were 


outside smoking again, and he seemed relieved to be at the hotel and away from his family, and that house. 


"You wanted to come here," | said, taking a drag, noticing how the parking lot lights picked up the deeper red 
highlights of his hair. 


"Yeah, | know, to see everybody, and I'm not a fucking kid anymore and shit isn't the same, so why can't | let it 
go?" he said, flicking his cigarette high into the air, and | watched the red tip until it landed halfway out into 
the parking lot. He kicked the brick wall behind him with the heel of his boot. | didn't know that much about 
psychology, but the things that he told me had happened to him seemed hard to forget. 


It's being here, it's bringing it all back," | said, remembering that he told me he'd once been kicked so hard in 
the kidneys that he pissed blood for a week It was hard to associate that kind of behavior with the distantly 


pleasant man l'd met tonight. 

"Yeah," he said, wiping at tears. | came closer to him, brushed his hair away from his face and the last tears 
off his cheeks, and | leaned in and kissed him softly, tasting his lips, the cigarettes, the soda, the salt of the 
food he ate. 


‘Ill be okay," | whispered, my hand encircling the back of his neck, and he snaked his arms around me. 


